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NEVER  THE  SAME  AGAIN 

"And  being  warned  in  a  dream  not  to 
return  to  Eerods    they  departed  to 
their  own  country  by  another  way.  " 

Matthew  2:12 


They,  of  course,  are  the  wise  men  of  the  Christ- 
mas story.   Those  mysterious  travellers  from  the  east. 
By  guess  and  tradition,  three  in  number.   Named  in  the 
apocryphal  Armenian  Gospel  of  the  Infancy,  Melchior, 
Caspar  and  Balthazar . 

The  birth  of  Jesus  had  rattled  Herod's  cage  and 
roiled  his  blood.   Storm  warnings  reached  the  Magi  in 
a  dream.   They  had  seen.   Now  they  must  go  back.   But 
they  must  do  so  by  a  different  route.   "They  departed 
to  their  own  country  by  another  way." 


The  road  back  was  not  all  that  was  different .  The 
travellers  were  different  too!   The  scenery  without 
was  not  the  same.   But  neither,  and  much  more  impor- 
tantly, was  the  scenery  within. 

My  hunch  is  that  they  didn't  talk  much  on  that 
homeward  journey.   Once  safely  past  the  reach  of  Herod, 
they  would  have  need  and  time  to  reflect  on  all  that 
they  had  seen  and  heard  and  felt.   One  doesn't  go  where 
they  went  only  to  resume  "business  as  usual."   Some  of 
what  each  believed  had  been  dramatically  reinforced. 
Some  of  what  each  believed  had  to  be  revised  or  dropped 
altogether.   Comforting  axioms  and  assumptions  long 
held  in  the  unconscious  were  now  surfacing  and  demand- 
ing conscious  criticism. 

It  is  well  within  the  reach  of  reasonable  suppo- 
sition to  contend  that  for  those  wise  men  life  was 
never  the  same  again.   "They  departed  to  their  own 
country  by  another  way." 


We  have  all  had  similar  experiences  on  a  smaller 
scale.   An  avowed  racist  hears  Martin  Luther  King's 
Washington  speech,  "I  Have  a  Dream,"  AND  IS  NEVER  THE 
SAME  AGAIN.   An  affluent  American  tourist  visit  the 
city  of  Calcutta,  sees  the  swollen  stomachs  of  starv- 
ing children  and  the  gaunt  frames  of  perpetually  under- 
nourished men  and  women,  AND  IS  NEVER  THE  SAME  AGAIN. 

A  teenager  from  a  posh  suburb  calls  on  a  ghetto 
family  in  one  of  Harlem's  hundred  worst  buildings,  AND 
IS  NEVER  THE  SAME  AGAIN.  A  Nazi  guard  lingers  near  the 
cell  of  Dietrich  Bonhoeff er ,  hears  him  in  his  final  hours 
praying  for  his  enemies.  AND  IS  NEVER  THE  SAME  AGAIN. 

A  hard  bitten  reporter  overtakes  David  Livingston 
in  the  African  bush  ministering  to  people  who  can  hard- 
ly call  his  name,  AND  IS  NEVER  THE  SAME  AGAIN.  A  world 
watches  while  a  man  renounces  his  accession  to  a  throne 
for  the  woman  he  loves,  AND  IS  NEVER  THE  SAME  AGAIN. 

From  all  such  experiences  we  go  back  another  way. 
For  having  been  there  we  are  forever  different! 


And  what  shall  we  say  of  Bethlehem  and  all  that 
it  represents?  To  a  degree  unparalleled  in  any  other 
happening,  the  life  of  men  and  women  in  all  times  and 
places  has  been  forever  changed  by  the  coming  of  Jesus 
the  Christ.   Even  those  who  are  hostile  or  indifferent 
are  affected.   The  world  has  been  to  Christmas  and  can 
never  be  the  same  again!   This  is  true  with  respect  to 
at  least  two  altogether  fundamental  facts  of  life : 
The  worth  of  man ,  and  the  power  of  love. 

The  inherent  worth  of  man  has  been  triumphantly 
affirmed  in  the  events  that  we  have  celebrated  in  re- 
cent days.  Man  may  be,  as  he  has  been  on  many  sad  oc- 
casions; totalitarianized ,  brutalized,  terrorized, 
computerized,  militarized,  institutionalized,  dehuman- 
ized, animalized,  vulgarized,  tyranized,  relativized. 
But  because  Christ  has  come,  none  of  these  perversions 
can  go  unchallenged.   None  can  claim  to  be  the  final 
word.   None  ultimately  prevail. 
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We  have  our  moments  of  doubt  when  we  can  hardly 
believe  in  our  own  worth  much  less  the  worth  of  others . 
Recently  a  chap  in  Miami  asked  on  his  hospital  bed, 
"Why  does  God  hate  me?"  At  the  age  of  ten  he  was  play- 
ing with  some  children.  Gasoline  was  sprayed  in  the  air 
A  match  was  struck.  The  result  was  critically  severe 
burns.   After  years  of  skin  grafting  and  plastic  sur- 
gery he  started  to  come  around  and  look  like  a  normal 
human  being.  At  the  age  of  twenty-three  in  the  Ever- 
glades of  Forida  he  was  again  out  with  friends.   He 
sought  to  save  money  by  fashioning  his  own  bullets  over 
the  smoldering  embers  of  a  campf ire .  Result  --  another 
explosion  and  more  burns.  Eventually  the  cry,  "Why  does 
God  hate  me?"  The  wife  added  her  despondency:  "Alan  was 
really  looking  good  after  all  those  years  and  now  this. 
Man  it  just  isn't  fair."  For  reasons  equally  foolish 
and  perverse,  we  find  it  hard  on  many  occasions  and  in 
many  situations  to  believe  in  our  own  worth. 

Many  of  us  have  read  that  recent  best  seller, 
Report  from  Engine  Company  No.  82  by  Dennis  Smith. 
What  a  remarkable  breed,  those  men  who  comprise  that 
Company.   There  in  the  South  Bronx  they  average  some- 
thing like  700  calls  a  month,  making  it  by  far  the 
busiest,  liveliest  fire  house  in  the  entire  city.  Those 
men  go  out  time  after  time,  risking  bodily  harm  from 
thrown  bricks,  putting  up  with  false  alarms,  and  brav- 
ing their  way  into  burning  buildings.  Why?   Because  at 
heart  they  believe  in  the  worth  of  every  human  being. 

Yet,  at  times,  even  they  have  doubts.   Listen  to 
Fireman  Smith  as  he  says ,  "Nine  lengths  of  hose  for  a 
rotten  couch  fire  that  could  have  been  extinguished 
with  a  glassful  of  water  five  minutes  earlier.   The 
guy  who  lived  in  the  apartment  was  sitting  on  the 
stairs  in  the  hall,  smoking  a  cigarette,  and  saying 
that  he  didn't  know  how  the  fire  started.   He  looked 
and  sounded  drunk,  but  who  knows?  And  when  you  think 
about  it,  who  cares?"  1 

God  has  drawn  nigh.   Piercing  through  and  tran- 
scending all  of  our  moods  about  ourselves  and  others, 
let  the  word  be  heard,  God  has  drawn  nigh.   His  name 
is  Immanuel,  God  with  us.   Leslie  Dewart ,  the  distin- 
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guished  Catholic  theologian,  is  so  right  when  he  says, 
"To  take  the  incarnation  seriously  implies  not  that 
God  once  dipped  his  finger  into  history  but  that  he 
totally  immersed  himself  in  it,  made  it  his  home,  his 
personal  residence,  his  everlasting  abode." 

However  low-down  we  may  feel  about  ourselves , 
however  shrunk  our  personal  self-regard,  we  are  a  God- 
loved  people  living  in  a  God- loved  world.   God  does 
not  stand  "over  against"  us.   He  is  for  us,  speaking 
His  "yes,"  encouraging  us  to  become  what  he  intended 
us  to  be;  namely,  his  appointed  lords  over  his  creation 

Much  of  church  theology  over  the  years  has  sug- 
gested that  man  in  his  assertiveness  vies  with  a  God 
who  is  always  his  antagonist.   But  hear  these  words 
again  from  the  second  Psalm  as  they  are  picked  up  by 
the  writer  of  the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews:  "It  has  been 
testified  somewhere,  'What  is  man  that  thou  art  mind- 
ful of  him,  or  the  son  of  man,  that  thou  carest  for 
him?  Thou  didst  make  him  for  a  little  while  lower 
than  the  angels ,  thou  hast  crowned  him  with  glory  and 
honour,  putting  everything  in  subjection  under  his 
feet.'   As  it  is,"  he  goes  on,  "we  do  not  yet  see 
everything  in  subjection  to  him.   But  we  see  Jesus." 

(Heb.  2:5-9) 

The  temptation  in  reading  those  words  is  to  as- 
sume that  the  reference  is  to  Christ.   But  clearly 
the  subject  is  man.   He  has  made  us  a  little  lower 
than  the  angels.   Crowned  us_  with  glory  and  honour. 
Put  everything  in  subjection  under  our  feet.   "As  it 
is,  (realistically  speaking)  we  do  not  see  everything 

in  subjection  to  him.  But  we  see  Jesus" the  sign 

that  it  shall  be  so!   Once  we  have  been  to  Bethlehem 
we  can  never  be  the  same  again,  for  now  we  know  the 
secret  of  the  worth  of  man. 


The  other  fact  of  life  that  Christmas  certifies 
is  the  power  of  love.  We  have  problems  here.  I  do. 
I'm  certain  that  you  do.   The  power  of  love.   The 
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power  of  the  fist  is  strong.   Stockpiles  of  weaponry 
command  grudging  respect .   Might  has  rolled  up  some  im- 
pressive achievements  over  the  years .   But  in  our  calm 
and  reflective  moments  we  know  that  the  ancient  word 
is  true.   "It  is  not  by  might  nor  by  power  but  my  spir- 
it, saith  the  Lord."(Zech.  4:6)   And  God's  spirit  is 
the  spirit  of  love!! 

What  I  think  we  haven't  come  to  terms  with  as 
Christians  is  the  fact  that  love  is  not  just  one  of 
many  aspects  of  God.   Love  is  of  the  very  essence  of 
God.   There  are  no  other  aspects  or  attributes  of  the 
Divine  Being  which  can  be  likened  unto  it  or  made 
parallel  with  it.   "Not  by  might  nor  by  power  but  by 
my  Spirit,  saith  the  Lord."   (Zech.  4:6) 

The  American  Indians  were  wise  in  their  rendition 
of  the  23rd  Psalm.   Instead  of  saying,  "He  maketh  me 
to  lie  down  in  green  pastures,  he  leadeth  me  beside 
the  still  waters,"  they  said,  "He  throws  me  a  rope, 
and  the  name  of  the  rope  is  love ,  and  he  draws  me  to 
where  the  grass  is  green  and  the  waters  not  danger- 
ous, and  I  eat  and  lie  down  satisfied." 

For  the  time  being  we  may  be  driven  to  concede 
the  need  for  armies  --  standing  or  marching;  the  need 
for  police  —  federal,  state  and  local;  yes,  even  the 
need  for  locks  on  our  doors .   Nevertheless,  we  who 
have  been  to  Bethlehem  know  that  the  abiding,  invin- 
cible power  of  life  is  the  power  of  love . 

Well  might  Henry  Drummond  have  called  love  "The 
Greatest  Thing  in  the  World."  Well  might  Ghandi  have 
observed  that  love  is  the  strongest  force  the  world 
possesses  and  yet  the  humblest  imaginable.   It  was  to 
this  point  that  Bernard  Meland  was  speaking  when  he 
said,  "This  is  the  operation,  this  tender,  patient, 
gracious  working,  too  silent  to  be  audible,  too  subtle 
to  be  obtrusive,  too  vast  and  extensive  to  be  observed, 
of  which  religious  sensitivity  must  make  us  aware."  3_ 
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Jesus  affirmed  the  power  of  love.   In  his  birth 
he  was  edged  out  of  the  inn  into  a  drafty  stable.   In 
his  death  he  was  edged  out  of  the  Holy  City  to  die  on 
Golgatha  —  Jerusalem,  R.D.   Throughout  his  life  it 
was  not  his  miracle  power  that  drew  men  and  women  but 
his  incredible,  non-stop,  boundless  love  which  was 
there  for  all  with  no  respect  of  persons. 

When  he  was  dying  they  shouted  a  taunt  in  his 
face,  "If  thou  art  the  Christ,  come  down  and  save 
thyself  and  us."  (Lk.  23:39)   But  because  he  was  the 
Christ,  and  thus  love  incarnate,  and  because  love 
never  seeks  its  own,  he  stayed  and  did  not  come  down. 
Love  does  not  hate  for  hate.  It  returns  good  for  evil! 

Where  we  have  tried  it,  we  have  known  its  power 
too.   What  I  am  saying  is  not  new.   My  aim  is  to  call 
us  back  to  a  truth  all  to  easily  lost  sight  of  in  a 
noisy,  sword-rattling  kind  of  age.   Let  me  say  it 
again;  where  we  have  tried  love,  we  have  known  its 
power  too. 

What  love  does  is  absorb  from  the  atmosphere 
damaging  hostilities  and  hatreds,  returning  in  their 
stead  forgiveness  and  peace.   The  other  morning  a  man 
said  to  me,  "I  see  our  world  today  as  being  like  two 

thieves  on  crosses  railing  at  each  other  with 

no  cross  in  between."   The  great  hurt  and  need  and 
hunger  of  our  time  is  for  love  to  become  so  embodied 
in  us  that  we  can  draw  to  ourselves,  in  the  power  of 
God's  spirit,  some  of  the  animus  that  threatens  to 
undo  us. 

One  of  the  most  mind-blowing  books  that  I  have 
come  upon  in  recent  times  is  The  Satan  Seller  by  Mike 
Warnke.   It  is  hard  for  me  to  believe  the  depths  of 
depravity  to  which  people  who  are  engaged  in  satan 
worship  will  succumb.   But  it's  all  there  in  this 
book,  written  by  a  man  who  gave  himself  to  it  with 
abandon.   His  life  signature  for  a  time  was  "Evil, 
Be  Thou  My  Good."   He  speaks  in  utter  frankness  of 
the  debauchery  and  brutality  that  accompanies  satan 
worship,  at  one  point  telling  of  a  devotee  who  had  a 
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finger  chopped  off  that  was  subsequently  passed  around 
among  the  group  in  crude  imitation  of  the  sacrament  of 
the  body  and  blood  of  Christ. 

But  the  part  of  that  book  that  I  remember  most 
has  to  do  with  a  strange  incident  that  carried  a  sur- 
prise ending.   New  members  were  to  be  inducted  into  a 
satanic  covin  on  the  west  coast.   The  leaders,  the  au- 
thor included,  felt  that  something  spectacular  should 
take  place  in  connection  with  the  induction  ceremonies 
—  something  new,  something  different.   As  they  were 
riding  around  in  that  community  thinking  about  what  to 
do  they  spied  an  attractive  coed  and  decided  to  abduct 
her.   They  brought  her  to  the  ceremony,  stripped  her 
down  and  forced  her  to  lie  on  an  improvised  altar . 
When  she  struggled  and  fell  off  to  the  floor  they 
stomped  her  hands  with  booted  feet  until  the  pain  be- 
came so  great  that  she  submitted  to  multiple  rape. 

Not  long  after,  Warnke  was  walking  on  a  nearby 
campus  when  he  spied  the  girl.   She  came  over  to  him 
and  said,  "I  know  you."  He  said,  "Yeah,  I  know  you 
too.   So  what?"  He  kept  walking.   She  walked  beside 
him.   He  asked,  "What  do  you  want  precisely?"   She 
smiled  and  said,  "I  don't  want  anything.   I  just  came 
over  to  tell  you  I  love  you."   "You  what?"  He  wanted 
to  run  and  hide.   But  the  girl  went  on,  "I  said,  I 
love  you.   I've  accepted  Jesus  as  my  Saviour.   And  I 
love  you."  <4_ 

"And  being  warned  in  a  dream  not  to  return  to 
Herod,  they  departed  to  their  own  country  by  another 
way."  If  you've  been  there,  really  been  there,  you 
can  never  be  the  same  again.   For  now  you  know  the 
secret  about  the  worth  of  man  and  the  power  of  love. 
That  secret  will  burn  in  your  soul,  whether  like  a 
beacon  or  a  flaming  judgment,  until  you  bless  God  for 
it  and  shape  your  life  around  it! 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord,   forgive  our  unbelieving  ways, 
and  have  mercy  upon  us  where  we 

halt  in  agony  between  two  opinions. 
By  all  the  gentle  forces  of  this  holy  season, 
season,   and  especially  by  the  action 
of  Thy  spirit  in  our  hearts, 
Help  us   to  see  the  Christ  as 
way  and  truth  and  life. 

To  Thine  eternal  praise  and  in  His  name 
we  pray.       Amen. 
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